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Abstract 
This dissertation was written as part of the MSc in Environmental Management & Sus-
tainability at the International Hellenic University.  
Sustainable development is an issue that nowadays is ranked high on the global agen-
da. The interest worldwide during the past decades has depicted an incremental in-
crease. According to the World Commission for Environment and Development 
(WCED), sustainable development is considered as prerequisite in order to be able to 
guarantee an auspicious future of the human civilization. 
Sustainability reporting is a global tendency by which enterprises are entangled into 
disclosing their overall financial, environmental and social corporate impacts and pro-
cedures. It can be looked at as a strategic management tool and as a communication 
process between a company and its stakeholders.  
With this dissertation a comprehensive insight of the sustainable development and 
sustainability terms is presented. The purpose of the thesis is to present a thorough 
analysis of sustainability reporting along with the depiction of a sustainability man-
agement framework and the motives that eventually lead to the formulation of sus-
tainability reports. Finally, an overview of the guidelines, regulations and rankings that 
sustainability reports rely on is presented.   
At this point, I would like to express my deepest gratitude to my supervisors, Dr. Geor-
gios Banias and Dr. Charilaos Achillas for their valuable advice and support during this 
thesis period. I would also like to thank the International Hellenic University and its 
exceptional professors and helpful personnel for broadening my horizons and assisting 
me during this master degree. But above all, I would like to thank my family for their 
continual help and support throughout my master period. Without them, I wouldn’t be 
able to accomplish my innermost dreams.  
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Introduction 
Environmental issues are in the center of global interest over the past decades and the 
attention given in them shows an incremental disposition as the years go by, since the-
se problems have increased in magnitude. The world became conscious when the de-
struction of the environment turned more evident by health, cultivation, economy, 
development and several relevant matters. Therefore, the concept of sustainability 
and sustainable development is becoming an issue that is daily gaining weight in the 
international debate. The world citizenry is now over seven billion, while anxiety about 
climate, water, land and habitant conservation do not cease growing. Meanwhile, the 
economic advancements of developing countries reveal new markets for goods and 
services. Thus, new potentials and circumstances are being arisen for companies. This 
has led to reconstruction and redevelopment of the strategic corporate approach as to 
how to enthrall suppliers, operate facilities or service customers (Fiksel et al., 1999). 
The aforementioned examples delineate the companies’ attempts to participate to the 
sustainability of the planet which is generally alluded to as corporate sustainability (CS) 
(Schaltegger et al., 2006). 
The terms ‘global environmental problems or global environmental change’ corre-
spond with phenomena such as global warming, the eradication of species, deforesta-
tion and desertification. Such phenomena are interpreted as indicators of an unsus-
tainable way of living. Environmental governance at the national, regional and global 
levels is essential for the achievement of environmental sustainability and eventually 
sustainable development. (Homburg, Stolberg, and Wagner, 2007; Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change [IPCC], 2001; United Nations Environment Programme 
[UNEP] 2002).  
In contemporary years, as the matter of global warming along with correspondent en-
vironmental issues have been broadly addressed by the media, firms and other organi-
zations have gained growing concern over the field. The inaugural corporate environ-
mental reports were issued in 1989, and ever since the worldwide concern about envi-
ronmental reporting has shown an ongoing growth. An environmental report is a pub-
lication accessible for public view, in which the firms are documenting their environ-
mental activities as well as their environmental results. It is also common policy that 
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some companies are not issuing separate environmental reports, but instead they 
chose to incorporate within their annual report a separate environmental section; an-
other alternative that is being observed is to issue a sustainability report that will en-
close the three different pillars on sustainability; the financial, the environmental and 
the social element of interest. Summaries made by external partners are perceived to 
be as an essentially important communication tools for firms in order to exhibit trans-
parency as well as being able to provide information source for researchers. The or-
ganization is able to introduce to the public all actions undergone towards sustainable 
development and key performance indicators to demonstrate a advancement in per-
formance from year to year. There are no strict declaratory preconditions on the kind 
of information that should be included in these reports and there are many examples 
of firms that are searching for support and guidance on how to form these kinds of re-
ports. (Kolk, 2000) 
Problem declaration 
Although over the years the amount of sustainability reports have shown an incremen-
tal trend and continue to mount on a yearly basis, it is rather difficult for external 
stakeholders to have a glance ‘behind the scenes’ in order to clarify how sustainability 
matters are truly embodied in the daily business of the company and what significance 
they may have for the performance of the organization. Challengers of the idea of sus-
tainability reports persist that the information shared are highly selective and that as-
pects of the corporate activity that may have adverse environmental impacts are being 
undisclosed (Adams & Frost, 2007). Under that perspective, translucency on an enter-
prise’s sustainability administration depends on the amount the company chooses to 
gives out to the public. Previous studies have showed that social and environmental 
information is increasingly promulgated via annual reports, stand-alone reports or on 
the corporate website (Unerman and Bennett, 2004; Guthrie and Parker, 1989; Adams 
and Frost, 2004; Adams and Zutshi, 2004). Nevertheless, the content and extent of 
these disclosures vary from company to company. This is due to the fact that there 
seems to be a lack of a common standard of rules regarding the obligatory reporting 
reference points regarding sustainability reporting when referring to worldwide scale 
(White, 2005). This is perceived to be one of the greatest challenges for external 
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stakeholders when trying to estimate relatively the sustainability performance of or-
ganizations with worldwide operations. 
Definition of the topic and goals of the study (Aims and Objectives) 
The notions of sustainability, sustainable development as well as eco-efficiency are 
considered to be rather broad and ambiguous. The aim of this thesis is to try to give an 
overview of how sustainability, sustainable developments and sustainable reporting 
are delineated within corporate procedures and how they could be ‘measured’. It is 
attempted to scrutinize the way sustainability reporting is structured in order to reveal 
what organizations announce publicly regarding corporate sustainability issues. Based 
on this purpose, possible motives regarding divulgences in sustainability reporting will 
as well be debated. 
Literature review – Structure of the Study 
This chapter introduces the reader to literature and research about sustainable devel-
opment in general and sustainability reporting in particular. The literature review is a 
means through which the reader is given in depth perception into the field of sustain-
able development in general and sustainability reporting in particular; it has been 
steered by the research questions presented initially. Sustainable development is a 
relatively new concept; the search has been guided with starting point in the growing 
embryos to the sustainable development, where some key events were chosen based 
on their impact on subsequent events. Sustainability reports are then described with 
information from several angles, which has been a deliberate choice in our literature 
studies; it was intended to display how different types of actors affect the develop-
ment and diffusion of sustainability reports and why this is happening, the business 
opportunities related to it and how this may result in a stricter regulatory situation. 
Information about sustainability reporting is mostly found in various types of articles, 
publications by alliances and networks and other websites. 
In short, the master thesis starts with an introduction to the problem declaration and 
an insight to what the thesis’ aims and goals are. Following this chapter, the master 
thesis is structured as follows: In Chapter 2 there is the analysis of the applied meth-
odology used in this dissertation and in Chapter 3 a comprehensive examination of 
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sustainability terms is presented along the distinction between sustainable develop-
ment and Corporate Sustainability (CS) and with an overview of the sustainability tri-
angle. Chapter 4, Analysis of the Sustainability Reports, highlights the concept of sus-
tainable reporting, and presents answers to questions such as “why publish sustaina-
bility reports” or “who is the target group”. Moreover, a presentation of the Global 
Reporting Initiative (GRI) is given and the role that consultants and stakeholders play in 
sustainability reports is demarcated. Moreover, challenges related to sustainability re-
porting are being presented descriptively. The Sustainability Management Framework 
(SMF) is discussed in Chapter 5 and the two perspectives, both the outside-in and the 
inside-out perspective of a SMF, are highlighted further examined. This is closely fol-
lowed by Chapter 6, Motivation for sustainability reporting, which discusses reasons 
for sustainability reporting as well as guidelines, regulations and rankings for sustaina-
bility performance. Finally, Chapter 7, Conclusions, summarizes the key learning points 
of this master thesis and provides suggestions for future research. 
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Methodology 
In this sector it is portrayed the research methodology that was undergone for this 
master thesis. There will be analytical presentation of the research strategy, research 
method as well as the type of data analysis.  
 Research strategy and method 
Broadly speaking, two principle research strategies can be identified as far as academic 
research is concerned: quantitative and qualitative research (Easterby-Smith at al., 
2008; Bryman and Bell, 2011). There are plentiful dissimilarities among the two ap-
proaches. Yet, the most important one relates to the accumulation and analysis of da-
ta; whereas quantitative research concentrates on data expressed in numerical indica-
tors, i.e. mathematical figures, qualitative research is dealing with findings in forms of 
words (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008).  
Regarding the approach applied in this thesis, the qualitative research method was de-
cided to be used, due to the fact that the specific approach is giving the opportunity to 
focus on the written data that is issued by organizations in terms of sustainability 
management and sustainability reporting. It was esteemed best-suited to address the 
aim and objectives of this master thesis in a discursive way, which included the analyti-
cal study of sustainability reporting so as to reveal what companies state on environ-
mental sustainability management. (Bryman and Bell, 2011). 
Literature research was conducted to provide the theoretical background knowledge 
that was needed to get a proper understanding of the concept of sustainability man-
agement. The sources used mainly consisted of books as well as academic journals. 
The authors managed to find fairly recent books that were useful for framing the re-
search. 
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A Definition Approach to Sustainability Terms 
‘Sustainability’ is a broad term which has been used with increasing frequency in aca-
demic discussions and in corporate practice. Due to multiple definition approaches in 
the literature, this chapter aims to alleviate the blurred picture of the term ‘sustaina-
bility’ by providing a clear and relevant description of the meaning of sustainability in a 
business context. Therefore, it is appropriate to start with the broad setting of Corpo-
rate Sustainability (CS), distinguish it from the concept of ‘corporate social responsibil-
ity’ (CSR) and subsequently provide details on the dimensions of CS with the help of 
the sustainability triangle. 
 The Concept of Sustainable Development 
The notion of sustainable development was initially conceptualized in the early 1980’s 
with some inaugural attempts, as shown e.g. in Brown (1981). Nevertheless, it was not 
until 1987 that the concept of sustainable development became known to the general 
public by United Nations’ commission WCED, also acknowledged as the Brundtland 
Commission. A report was issued by the Brundtland Commission, called ‘Our Common 
Future’, in which the advancements of concepts relevant to sustainable development 
were framed. The Brundtland Commission’s major contribution to the field of sustain-
ability was the fact that they developed an own definition of sustainable development, 
which has been very notable in consequent sustainability deliberations. Sustainable 
development is established as a “development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” 
(United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987).  
Under that context, by issuing the aforementioned definition, the Brundtland Commis-
sion targeted into emphasizing the importance of integrating a number of viewpoints 
in the notion (United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development, 
1987), and not solely draw attention on one field, e.g. environmental perspectives, 
which is suggested by e.g. Robinson (2004) that the environmental literature has 
shown convergence since the late 19th century. Additionally, Brundtland also stated 
that the new notion was more perceptibly stated in political terms; he stated that: 
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“The term ‘sustainable development’ had already been used in certain contexts before 
the Commission was established. What the Commission did, was to give this term a 
new content - a far more political content”(Brundtland, 1997) 
The concept of Corporate Sustainability (CS)  
To begin with, the landmark definition of ‘sustainability’ in the Brundtland Report 
(WCED, 1987) also forms the basis for an adequate description of Corporate Sustaina-
bility (CS). It defines sustainable development as a “development that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs.” Trying to convey this notion into the business level, Corporate Sustaina-
bility (CS) can accordingly be defined as “meeting the needs of a firm’s direct and indi-
rect stakeholders (such as prospective and existing clients, shareholders, employees, 
pressure groups, communities, the government, etc.), without compromising its ability 
to meet the needs of future stakeholders as well” (Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002). Alt-
hough this definition is rather abstract, it is perceived to be a good starting point. In 
Figure 1 there is a modern depict of Corporate Sustainability. 
 
Figure 1: Corporate Sustainability (Winters, 2013) 
For many the term CS still depicts a buzzword without deeper meaning. With regard to 
the environmental perspective, the term ‘greenwashing’ has become an established 
expression to describe a company practice which is characterized by two simultaneous 
behaviours: poor environmental performance coupled with a positive communication 
about the company’s environment-friendly activities (Delmas and Burbano, 2011). This 
behavior has been heavily criticized since it conveys a misleading perception of the 
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company’s activities to external stakeholders. However, it is still perceived as a great 
challenge to be able to distinguish between a firm that is truly struggling for Corporate 
Sustainability and one that is merely engaging in some kind of ‘greenwashing’. Several 
scholars therefore condemn the feasibility of a business approach for sustainability in 
general and just view it as a trend on how the company can enhance its profits (Gray 
and Bebbington, 2000; Welford, 1997) 
Differentiation between Corporate Sustainability (CS) and Corporate Social Responsi-
bility (CSR) 
The aforementioned denotation of Corporate Sustainability exemplifies the close con-
nection that is observed between Corporate Sustainability and Corporate Social re-
sponsibility (CSR) due to the integration and association of pertinent stakeholder 
groups in both notions (Schaltegger et al., 2006). Although it is noted that the concepts 
of both CSR and CS are often used interchangeably in theory and practice, a short dis-
tinction between the terms is considered as a proper way to handle the issue so as to 
sharpen the understanding of CS (Callens and Tyteca, 1999). 
Apropos, the term of “Corporate Social Responsibility” represent the firm’s accounta-
bility for the repercussions its managerial decisions and activities have on society, on 
the environment and by all means on the organization’s economic success. The es-
sence of CSR can be condensed into the societal aspiration that firms can and will be-
have ethically towards citizenry and engage in some kind of philanthropic campaigns, 
such as charities, donations or sponsorship, that transcend corporate economic re-
sponsibilities and legal conformities. Thus, CSR addresses societal issues required by 
stakeholder groups (Schaltegger, 2008), (Bennett and James, 1997). Below in Figure 2 a 
summarized depiction of the CSR Pyramid is depicted, as demarcated by Carrol (1999). 
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Figure 2: CSR Pyramid (Carrol, 1999) 
On the other hand, CS, takes a broader perspective and refers to the management of 
economic, ecological and social activities in order to contribute to the sustainable de-
velopment of both the company itself and the economy and society at large. It involves 
voluntary as well as compulsory actions which arise, for example, as a result of the 
need for legal compliance or due to pressures from NGOs or customers. Also, the mo-
tivation for CS is not necessarily stakeholder requirements, but companies rather have 
the opportunity to propose new, future oriented economic and social business models 
to stakeholders through CS (Schaltegger, 2008). To clarify, whereas CSR recognizes a 
difference between business and societal goals, CS focuses on the integration of busi-
ness and sustainability. In this context, sustainability management is not regarded as a 
business accompanying activity, but rather penetrates the core business processes of 
the company in order to enable the company to contribute to the sustainability of so-
ciety as a whole. Thus, CS should be regarded as a business approach in order to have 
the best possible effect on sustainability of society at large (Schaltegger et al., 2006). 
Nevertheless, this represents the ideal approach to CS. 
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The Sustainability Triangle  
Sustainable development and sustainability, in a ubiquitous perception, includes finan-
cial growth along with environmental science and management, social equity, business 
administration, politics and law (Wilson, 2003), as well as cultural and institutional sus-
tainability, but it is common to distinguish the environmental, financial and social as-
pects of sustainability, known as the three pillars of sustainability. These may also be 
referred to as different capital stocks; sustainable development means that future 
generations should receive at least as large resources as the current received (Harte, 
1995). Whether the different commodities are replaceable by other commodities, e.g. 
natural stock by economic stock has to do with the espousal of strong or weak concep-
tion of sustainability (Pearce et al, 1989). Strong sustainability necessitate that each 
resource is preserved, weak sustainability allows replacing one diminishing stock by 
other one that is increasing. (Atkinson et al., 1997). In every case, the three pillars of 
sustainability are closely related and strongly interlinked. Van Dieren (1995) provides 
classification of economic, social and ecological objectives of sustainable development 
in a form of a triangle as presented below and summarized in Figure 3. 
 
Figure 3: Sustainability triangle with challenges (Schaltegger et al., 2003) 
Environmental, financial and societal aspects represent the three cornerstones of Cor-
porate Sustainability and can also be referred to as ‘triple bottom line’ (Bennet & 
James, 1999). The sustainability triangle not only includes a focus on the economic, 
ecological and social goals of CS, but also helps visualize the interrelationships be-
tween these three dimensions (see Figure 3). With regard to the sustainability triangle, 
describe in depth the challenges and issues of CS which need to be addressed by a 
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framework for sustainable management and thus sustainability controlling and report-
ing (Schaltegger et al., 2006). 
Effectiveness and Efficiency within Sustainability 
An essential aspect regarding the viability of the sustainability triangle is the existence 
of the two concepts of effectiveness and efficiency (Schaltegger et al., 2006).  
Effectiveness – whether it is referred to the economic, social or environmental aspect 
of sustainability – has to do with a single dimension and consequently the corners of 
the triangle are related to that index. Absolute indicators or figures quantify effective-
ness within corporate procedures (Hockerts, 1996). 
Efficiency, on the other hand, draws attention on the relationship between two differ-
ent dimensions. Under this framework, ‘eco-efficiency’ concerns the environmental 
and economic dimensions and ‘socio-efficiency’ the social and economic dimensions.  
As a result, efficiency is measured in relative indicators or ratios (Dyllick and Hockerts, 
2002). In Figure 4 there is an illustrated recapitulation of the aforementioned.  
 
Figure 4: The six criteria of Corporate Sustainability (Dyllick and Hockerts, 2002) 
The ‘Ecological Challenge’ 
Environment is affected by a wide range of corporate activities and more specifically 
due to CO2 emissions, soil and water pollution that originate from the organizations’ 
activities. The environmental sustainability challenge lies to the fact that it is recom-
mended to the firms to bear “substantial reductions in the absolute scale of environ-
mental impacts of their production processes, products, investments, etc.” (Schalteg-
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ger et al., 2006; Braungart and McDonough, 2002). Apropos to the metric coefficients 
that reflect the corporate environmental impacts and the difficulties that appear when 
trying to determine the appropriate ones, different factors exist for eco-effectiveness 
such as the ones that measure CO2 emissions or CO2 commensurate (Heijungs et al, 
1992), corporate environmental imprints (Wackernagel and Rees, 1996), or the aggre-
gation of the quantities of goods entangled in a production life cycle (Schmidt-Bleek, 
1994). The common ground these factors stand on is the fact that they are used in or-
der for absolute environmental performance to be measured and therefore give the 
tools to the firms to accomplish minimization on their environmental impacts. Hence, 
the existence of these multifarious factors regarding the monitor and transcribing of 
the corporate ecoeffectiveness demonstrate the amplitude of the firm success to deal 
with the ecological challenge (Schaltegger et al, 2006).   
The ‘Economic Challenge’ 
The point of convergence of the economic sustainability challenge is the amelioration 
of both the aspects of eco-efficiency and socio-efficiency. Succinctly, the aforemen-
tioned challenge symbolizes the endeavor the company should make in order to effec-
tively manage both environmental and social issues with the least possible monetary 
means. This approach exhibits differences regarding the customary economic action 
plan which its sole aims are homologously to expand corporate and shareholder value 
along with the company’s profitability. Nevertheless, these traditional aims can also be 
fulfilled even when environmental protection and social commitment are incorporated 
in the firm’s strategic plans since eventually they can contribute to by either increasing 
corporate value, making a contribution to profitability or at least by minimizing costs 
(Schmidt-Bleek, 1994). 
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Analysis of the Sustainability Reports  
  
In this chapter section there will be made a thorough analysis of the evolvement of 
sustainability reporting and the most common reasons for publishing sustainability re-
ports will be remarked. In Figure 5 a timeline of the historic review of sustainability re-
ports is being presented (Kolk, 2000; Kolk, 2003; Global Reporting Initiative, 2009) that 
depicts a number of the most significant events regarding the development of sustain-
ability reports. 
 
Figure 5: Timeline on events regarding the evolvement of sustainability reporting (Kolk, 
2000; Kolk, 2003; Global Reporting Initiative, 2009) 
The evolvements of the concept of Sustainability Reports 
In 1989, the initial corporate environmental reports were issued and ever since envi-
ronmental reporting has drawn international gradually growing interest (Kolk, 2000). 
The majority of the related stakeholders i.e. employees, customers, the public, over 
the years are showing increasing attention in other variables that are stated in envi-
ronmental reports than mere financial objectives; thus the firms are publishing sum-
maries that are responding to this interest (Kolk, 2000). Moreover, it is progressively 
acknowledged by many firms, which are already publishing environmental reports, 
that they cannot communicate to the public corporate opportunities and risks ade-
quately via indicators and indexes that are solely have financial orientations. The 
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shareholders are interested and can be damaged also by fiascos in areas apart from 
the economic sector (Hartshorn & Wheeler, 2002) 
It is commonly accepted that a number of organizations resolve into incorporating   
their environmental reports within their annual reports instead of publishing separate 
ones while others chose to issue fully structured sustainability reports in which the 
three dimensions of sustainability are thoroughly examined (Kolk, 2000). The Global 
Reporting Initiative, broadly known as GRI, (Global Reporting Initiative, 2006) gives a 
demarcation of sustainability reporting as ‘the practice of measuring, disclosing, and 
being accountable to internal and external stakeholders for organizational perfor-
mance towards the goal of sustainable development’ and sustainability report as 
(Global Reporting Initiative, 2006): ‘A report that refers to a single, consolidated disclo-
sure that provides a reasonable and balanced presentation of performance over a 
fixed time period’. 
As seen in Figure 5, a distinct evolvement of environmental reports was seen between 
1998 and 2001. During these years, there was a turn in the prevailing corporate men-
tality that shifted from issuing reports that consisted of 100% environmental issues 
and indicators into including 30% new issues, mainly social and economic (Kolk, 2003). 
Among these 30% one third used the GRI reporting guidelines as inspiration (Kolk, 
2004). Another propensity that can be detected is that more performance measures 
where included in the sustainability reports. The aforementioned advancement was 
impelled by the fact that organizations needed to communicate the actual firm 
achievements to the public instead of merely stating their policies (Kolk & Mauser, 
2002). Under this context, the development of environmental reporting towards sus-
tainability reporting can be depicted by a five-step model which illustrated the in-
creased evolvement of the reports through the years and is shown below in Table 1, 
which is adapted from the United Nations Environment Programme and SustAinability 
(1997). 
Table 1: The five-stage Company Environmental Reporting model showing the devel-
opment of the reports (United Nations Environment Programme and SustAinability, 
1997) 
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By the time firms began to take into consideration, assess and classify environmental 
reports there was a simultaneous elaboration of standards and benchmarks (United 
Nations Environment Programme & SustainAbility, 1997). Measures were taken to 
standardize the environmental reports during the end of the 1990’s. GRI was launched 
in 1997 by the Coalition for Environmentally Responsible Economies (CERES) as a 
means to institute a regulated and worldwide accepted guidelines system on how to 
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prepare and delineate a sustainability report in order to augment usefulness and make 
the easily comparable (Kolk, 2000) 
Preceding content studies 
Preceding sustainability reporting studies had drawn attention on replying to inquiries 
such as ‘how much is reported’, ‘where is it reported’, and ‘what kind of information is 
reported’. The studies were carried out in the 1970s and 1980s and their main focus 
was to count the words, sentences or pages included in these reports regarding sus-
tainability revelations (Mathews, 1997). The aforementioned method was strongly 
censured since it mainly concentrated on word and sentence counts instead of focus-
ing on examining a wider variety of issues that would contribute on the evolvement of 
sustainability reporting (Uberman, 2000). In a more contemporary research, it was 
noted that regarding the rankings used for report analysis, they should “pay their at-
tention on the amplitude and depth of the issues discussed in order to permit a useful 
comparison between various reporting practices” (Skouloudis et al., 2010)   
Why publish Sustainability Reports? 
Organizations have a number of reasons as to decide in favor of publishing a sustaina-
bility report, but also there are strong argumentations for not doing so. A firm’s selec-
tion on whether or not issue a sustainability report is perceived to be as a strategic 
planning. Moreover, due to the fact that there seems to be a lack of formal regulations 
on which information a report should include, many companies often search for sup-
port and recommendations on how to structure such a report (Kolk, 2000). 
By the time environmental reporting started being a widespread technique among 
firms during the 1990’s, the reasons for issuing a report differed among continents. In 
Europe the reports were mainly focused on the environment, public relations, compet-
itive advantage and legal compliance but not on direct shareholder pressure. On the 
other hand, American and Japanese firms’ estimation was that shareholder pressure 
was more pertinent. But even though corporations on the two sides of the Atlantic 
ocean did not share the same mentality regarding rationale for publishing sustainabil-
ity reports, their primarily target groups were similar; they all targeted to customers 
and employees (Wheeler & Elkington, 2001). 
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The awareness of environmental issues can be enhanced via an environmental report 
and the implementation of the environmental strategy can be expedited. Additionally, 
such reporting is able to communicate the corporate message internally and external-
ly. The increased transparency of the company that is succeeded through the reports 
can improve its credibility since all sustainability efforts and standards can be more 
easily communicated to the public. Further advantages with the publication of an envi-
ronmental report are the possible identification of cost savings, improved reputation, 
increased efficiency, enhanced staff morale as well as better opportunities for business 
development (SustainAbility & United Nations Environment Programme, 1998). 
A sustainability report is perceived to be a strong communication and marketing tool 
for companies seeing that it enhances corporate transparency. Under that context, it is 
common ground for firms to use sustainability reports in order to exhibit actions taken 
towards sustainable development and include key performance indicators (KPIs) so as  
to confirm yearly gradual development in performance (Kolk, 2000). The sustainability 
report is used by some firms to show the added value and the way this value is distrib-
uted among the stakeholders (Kolk, 2004).  
Three main arguments are being expounded by the Global Reporting Initiative (2006) 
in order to advocate publishing of sustainability reports. Benchmarking and a compara-
tive corporate assessment of the firm’s sustainability behavior is the first one since the 
company sustainability performance is being compared to laws, principles, voluntary 
drives and performance standards. It could be used as a tool to create transparency 
concerning the company’s activities, whereby the level of transparency increases the 
likelihood to gain approval from society. Secondly these reports are used in order to 
illustrate the way an organization is both affecting and affected by sustainability antic-
ipations. Finally, due to the fact that nowadays reports are structured on globally ac-
cepted indicators, it facilitates the comparison both within and / or between other or-
ganizations over time.  
Conversely, there are counter arguments that are promoting the non-publishing of 
sustainability reports. One principal reason for not launching the inauguration of sus-
tainability reports is that it can eventually turn out to be hard to discontinue the annu-
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al publications of such reports due to the fact that such act may underline serious risk 
of negative publicity. Furthermore, after the commencement of sustainability reports 
that release corporate information, there will be requests for more data in the course 
of time and the firm eventually risks ending up publishing more information than ini-
tially intended. Further, the publication of a sustainability report may request for vast 
amount of data to be collected. Some information required in sustainability reports 
might be sensitive to make available to competitors and necessitate confidentiality 
(Kolk, 2000). 
When taking into consideration the aforementioned hindrances, there are possible 
corporate situations that it is made prohibitive the development of a sustainability re-
port; in case such reports are not being issued by the adversaries, if the stakeholders 
lack interest of sustainability reporting or if it is not substantiated that reporting will 
indeed assist into the increase of sales. In case a firm already relishes a good environ-
mental reputation due to its corporate performance, may have the luxury to choose 
another, least expensive way, to communicate about its environmental (SustainAbility 
& United Nations Environment Programme, 1998) 
Who is the target group? 
It is of great essence when developing a sustainability report, in order to get the best 
leverage from it, its target groups to be detected properly from the early stages of its 
development. (Kolk, 2000). 
According to a recent published study conducted by SustainAbility, are in reality wast-
ing time and money since they in fact generate sustainability reports that addressing 
the wrong target group and are not target effective. The information available in these 
reports is vast; they tend to be written by special technical language not easily under-
stood by the direct interested stakeholders and take no consideration over the correct 
target audience (Times, 2011). 
It seems obvious that many reporting organizations are on the wrong path due to the 
fact that either they don’t have the capabilities or they are indifferent on identifying 
the appropriate target groups for their reports. Apropos this ascertainment, they 
choose to issue reports that are written for everybody and nobody at the same time, 
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hence entailing to ambiguous results (Times, 2011). In Figure 6, there is a graphic ana-
lyze of the narrowing down procedure to specific target groups (Kolk, 2000). 
 
Figure 6: Narrowing down stakeholders to a target group for the sustainability report 
(Kolk, 2000). 
Nonetheless, businesses that develop target effective sustainability reports and choose 
not to squander time and money on mammoth and vague summaries, are believed to 
have better jurisdiction over the information that ultimately reaches these target 
groups; lack or misleading information has a tendency to start rumours and misunder-
standings which are hard to be restrained by the own organization. Added value to dif-
ferent kinds of stakeholders and more likely, the proposed target groups is more plau-
sible to be achieved by a target oriented sustainability report, as long as the strategic 
think-tank realise they indeed want the information. This can be achieved by a ‘push-
strategy’ (see Figure 7 below). With the foresaid strategy, the existing products, in our 
case a sustainability report, can grow a demand; the target audience can then learn 
that the data published in the sustainability report is in fact rather intriguing and 
something they would be interested in investigating more thoroughly (Kolk, 2000). 
 
Figure 7: Push-strategy to create demand for a sustainability report (Kolk, 2000). 
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Global Reporting Initiative   
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is a renowned international nonpartisan institute. It 
was established in Boston in 1997 in order to offer assistance to firms, authorities and 
other associations into deeper comprehension and communication of the corporate 
life cycle impacts on crucial sustainability matters i.e. climate change, the greenhouse 
effect, social equity, human rights and more. 
GRI’s Sustainability Reporting Standards are the cornerstone to the accomplishment of 
this undertaking. Its standards are the most commonly used when referring to sustain-
ability reports, facilitating the comprehension of the information included in them and 
making easier the comparison of various summaries (Kolk, 2000). 
The GRI Organization’s purpose is the fulfillment the need the firms and its relevant 
stakeholders have regarding sustainability along with translucency about the firms’ 
impacts – economic, environmental and social -  “by providing a trusted and credible 
framework for sustainability reporting that can be used by organizations of any size, 
sector, or location” (Global Reporting Initiative, 2006). When talking about translucen-
cy, GRI describes it as “the complete disclosure of information on the topics and Indi-
cators required to reflect impacts and enable stakeholders to make decisions, and the 
processes, procedures, and assumptions used to prepare those disclosures” (Global 
Reporting Initiative, 2006). The transparency in all three pillars of sustainable devel-
opment, according to GRI, will resolve into one of the requisites in investment deci-
sions and relations with stakeholders and other market actors (Global Reporting Initia-
tive, 2006). 
One of GRI’s core ideas is that in reports the corporate sustainability performance 
should not only be reasonably and level-headedly exhibited but also it should be com-
municated to the targeted audience both the positive and the negative aspects of it. 
The summaries that use the GRI Reporting Framework as their basis, contain after-
maths and outcomes that refer to the era that the report covers and these should be 
in the context of the commitments, strategy and management of the organization 
(Global Reporting Initiative, 2006). 
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The first GRI guidelines framework was put in circulation in 2000 (Global Reporting Ini-
tiative, 2009) and specified the various elements by which a sustainability report 
should be consisted of. With a view to enhance transparency and trustworthiness of 
sustainability reports the incorporation of a number of requirements and norms of 
economic reporting were incorporated (Kolk, 2000). The GRI guidelines have been up-
dated since the first publication; the most recent one is Version 4.0 also called GRI G4. 
The innovation of this framework is that has delineated a set of some challenging goals 
that involved modulation with other standards used in sustainability reporting on the 
purpose of creating an integrated report (Lamborghini and Sukoharsono, 2013). The 
GRI G4 Reporting Guidelines Performance Indicators can be found on Appendix A.  
Consultants – important actors for sustainability reporting  
In the course of time several consultancy firms appeared in the sustainability reporting 
area endeavoring to process and improve guidelines and frameworks; on a global scale 
one of them was e.g. Deloitte which developed a corporate sustainability reporting 
scorecard and KPMG was another example of such organization which conducted an 
extensive study together with GRI (Elkington, 1999).  
During the last decades the green wave has displayed an upward trend through socie-
ty. Under the context that a soaring number of companies and organizations express a 
growing interest to concentrate on sustainable development, the number of consul-
tancy firms that are involved in the sustainability area can be anticipated to have a sig-
nificant augmentation and respectively their repercussion on this relatively new and 
immature area of interest can be anticipated to be rather prominent. The sustainable 
development field compounds a challenge of arousing interest for consulting compa-
nies and their personnel and that is already been perceptible by many firms, as 
Deloitte and KPMG mentioned above (Hartshorn and Wheeler, 2002). Apropos, all 
consultancy firms that were included in the aforementioned study of Hartshorn and 
Wheeler (2002), consented to the conclusion that sustainability challenge is character-
ized as a field with “very good” or “excellent” opportunity for advancements. Howev-
er, it was also deducted that many of the audited consultancy firms, evinced a lack of 
knowledge, deeper understanding and proficiency of undertaking the formation of a 
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sustainability report that required more technical aspects of environmental manage-
ment and stakeholder involvement (Hartshorn and Wheeler, 2002). 
Gray and Bebbington (1993) claim in their research that efforts made to operationalize 
and incorporate the notion of sustainability in firms’ activities were hindered due to 
fact that historically there was a deficiency of innovative environmental accounting. 
This fact was held accountable for the deceleration of the change in consultancy pro-
posals regarding sustainable development area in general and in particular in the sus-
tainability reporting field. Hartshorn and Wheeler (2002) emphasize on the point that 
not enough studies related to the theme of consultancy corporations helping advisees 
on sustainability issues and its reporting have been made, and therefore the field un-
der review lacks verifiable background. However, it is claimed that advisors and coun-
selors are the protagonists in this developing industry since they are able to exhibit 
viable business cases to their clientele on how to use non-financial indexes and help 
sustainability reports turn into added value for the company, unleash potential, build 
trust with stakeholders and unfold hidden possibilities (Hartshorn and Wheeler, 2002). 
The quality of sustainability reports can be questioned  
Sustainability reporting is a rather current phenomenon and the guideline frameworks 
and regulations that govern the field are constantly evolving and revised. The principal 
question remains on what aspects should such report include, which characteristics of 
the corporate activities should be considered mandatory to be referred to and also 
how auditing ought to be administrated (Gray and Bebbington, 1993). Nevertheless, 
information communicated through sustainable development reports should have the 
qualitative characteristics presented in Table 2 below (Kolk, 2000).   
Table 2: Characteristics to secure the quality of sustainability reports (Kolk, 2000). 
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An audit is made by the auditor via the accumulation and evaluation of evidence which 
eventually lead to the final formation of a report; an expert declaration of the auditor’s 
point of view and level of assurance. Up to now it is not regarded mandatory the veri-
fication of sustainability reports to be undertaken; the auditing process as well as the 
form and content of the expert statement can therefore vary between different re-
ports. In most cases, the procedure of auditing is conducted in order to ascertain that 
“the report gives a so-called ‘true and fair view’” (Kolk, 2000). In 2004, it was estimat-
ed that more than 30% of the issued sustainability reports were indeed verified exter-
nally by a third party (Kolk, 2004). Notwithstanding, a corporate organization is capa-
ble of excluding an audit statement from its sustainability report in case they presume 
that the expert statement is not positive for the firm; this however might prove to be 
harmful for the firm’s public image if such action eventually is leaked out. More than 
an external ascertainment is necessitated for the report to be considered trustworthy; 
the general openness of communication of the firm is of great importance (Kolk, 2000). 
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The importance of a Stakeholder Analysis  
It is considered of prominent importance the fact that prior to the publishing of a sus-
tainability report a stakeholder analysis should be preceded in order to determine the 
most important stakeholders (Global Reporting Initiative, 2006). There are many exist-
ing definitions of what a stakeholder stands for. One of them states that a stakeholder 
is ‘any group or distinctive unit who is able to influence or is influenced by the accom-
plishment of the firm’s purposes’ (Freeman, 1984). A more thorough description is 
presented by the Global Reporting Institute (2006): ‘Stakeholders are characterized 
those person or persons that can plausibly be anticipated to be significantly impacted 
by the organization’s actions, products, and/or services; and whose actions can ration-
ally be expected to affect the ability of the organization to successfully implement its 
strategic plans and accomplish its aims’.  
By definition, the stakeholders can be distinguished into two groups, the primary and 
the secondary ones. The principal stakeholder is defined as ‘the one without whose 
ongoing involvement the organization is unable to be sustained as a going concern’ 
while on the other hand the secondary stakeholders are ‘those who influence or get 
influenced, affect or are affected by, the firm’s activities, but at no circumstances are 
they to be involved in business affairs with the enterprise and are not absolutely nec-
essary for its existence’ (Clarkson, 1995). The secondary stakeholders may not be the 
directly participants, however they still have the power to influence a firm since they 
can affect the primary stakeholders. Activists and media can be exemplified as second-
ary stakeholders while shareholders, staff members, silent partners i.e. investors, sup-
pliers, consumers, governments and local authorities and communities are frequently 
considered as primary stakeholders (Kolk, 2000).  
The undertaken stakeholder analysis is used so as to be decided to whom the sustain-
ability report should be directed to. Another essential characteristic a summary should 
have is that according to which stakeholder group is addressing, it should be written in 
a respective language. The primary stakeholders are most commonly thought to be the 
principal recipients; nevertheless the most demanding audience may at many cases be 
derived from secondary stakeholders as researchers and consultants. (Kolk, 2000)  
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The business performance is influenced and configured by the communication with 
stakeholders since these discussion channels tend to increase corporate loyalty and 
build confidence (Wheeler & Sillanpää, 1997). In particular, it is of outmost importance 
to have established a two-way channel of communication as far as corporate environ-
mental and social responsibility matters are concerned. Especially when laying founda-
tion for stakeholder respect it is of great essence to have dialogue on. An increasing 
number of companies are commencing to apprehend that stakeholders need to gather 
more value in the formation of paper-based environmental and social reports (Ball, 
Owen, & Gray, 2000). 
Content-related challenges of sustainability reporting 
It is broadly acknowledged that sustainability reporting copes with several complexi-
ties regarding its trustworthiness, completeness, translucency, suitability of processed 
information and the matter of meeting stakeholders’ aspirations while the degree of 
utility of sustainability reporting can be estimated with various ways, i.e. ranging from 
a proxy for innovative management (Marshall and Brown, 2008).  
An initial noted challenge is that in sustainability reporting, information regarding 
‘concerns, plans and tactics’ is primarily divulged instead of data that demonstrate 
concrete sustainable behavior (Kolk, 2003). Under this context, it was stated that a 
number of the formulated reports provided a distorted depiction of a firm’s sustaina-
bility performance by presenting deceptive data (Laufer, 2003).   
Additionally, another asserted preoccupation is that sustainability reports tend to be 
innately descriptive revealing a rather small number of information regarding bench-
marks or targets (Marshall and Brown, 2008). Moreover, it was stated by Dando and 
Swift (2003) that sustainable development reports ‘fail to provide sufficient trustwor-
thy data regarding the methods, procedures and competencies which underlie the da-
ta provided’. This has to do with the fact that little information concerning internal 
sustainability management processes are disclosed in the reports. Firms have the free-
dom to include on their reports either all executed activities, or only the accomplished 
ones, or even exclusively the prosperous ones (Zambon and Del Bello, 2005).  
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Moreover, many reports have to cope with the challenge of subjectivity that access 
reporting when utilizing different performance measurements standards and the ad-
versity of evaluating the nature of information obtained by these standards (Clarkson, 
1995). In a study published in 2001 it was observed an inadequacy of reporting rele-
vant to objectives under that perspective it was commended that this data could be 
found elsewhere in the sustainability reporting (Tilt, 2001). 
Last but not least, a very important notice that was made was that the information dis-
closed in the sustainability reports are in their majority information regarding positive 
corporate activities. Rarely information with adverse impact is communicated to public 
view (Guthrie and Parker, 1990). In a large number of cases, sustainability reporting 
reflects merely a glossy declaration of intentions instead of citation of data corre-
sponding to real incidents (Kolk, 2003). 
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Sustainability Management Framework (SMF) 
The reports issued annually regarding the sustainability performance of the companies 
have evolved into a valuable communication tool for the firms by which they depict 
the encompassed qualitative value statements along with the descriptions of future 
expectations in the sustainability field.  Nevertheless, it is of crucial importance that 
apart from the glossy and highly spotlighted sustainability reports organizations should 
struggle to also incorporate quantitative norms of minimizing environmental and social 
impacts (Schaltegger et al., 2006). Thereby external stakeholders can indeed trace the 
accomplished ameliorations regarding corporate sustainability performance and the 
credibility of management efforts for sustainability is intensified. The aforementioned 
procedure is an ideal approach towards sustainability management which emphasizes 
the need for an integrated, well-structured and fringed sustainability management 
framework (SMF) under which both sustainability controlling and reporting will be ap-
pertained. Under this context, an efficient SMF has to address both the external and 
internal aspects of sustainability management. This chapter introduces such a frame-
work (Schumpeter, 2007). 
Two perspectives on the development of a SMF 
The two adversarial starting points for sustainability management that are found be-
low, are the external ‘outside-in’ perspective and the ‘inside-out’ aspect, and their 
classification has been made depending on the point of view a sustainability report is 
viewed.  
Outside-in perspective 
The cornerstone of the ‘outside-in’ perspective formulate social anticipations, frame-
works and indicators like the ones included in the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) 
along with ecological and sustainable development rating. Preoccupations that are 
open to public discussion and deliberation are taken into consideration and the firm’s 
participation on the way the problematic matters are solved will eventually affect the 
external sustainability report (Azapagic, 2003).  
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Under this context, the indexes that form the sustainability reports are affected by the 
issued external anticipations. Based on the external information prerequisites, the in-
ward auditing procedures and data managerial modus operandi can be delineated. 
Thus, sustainability controlling and performance measurements are schematized or 
adjusted in order to comply with reporting requirements. Consequently, in case a sus-
tainable development administration framework is formulated under an outside-in 
perspective, then this procedure is also remarked as reporting driven (Schaltegger et 
al., 2006; Schaltegger and Wagner, 2006). 
Inside-out perspective 
On the contrary, the ‘inside-out’ perspective has its pillars on the corporate sustaina-
ble development approach. The sustainability strategic planning of a firm is grounded 
on an analytic processing of both the environmental and the social matters that are 
relevant to business prosperity and is formulated and translated into Key Performance 
Indicators (KPIs) (Parmenter, 2010). In order to have guaranteed achievements regard-
ing the firm’s aims, it is up to sustainability administration to contribute so as to have 
the necessary information to trace the evolvement of these KPIs. The external sustain-
ability reporting forms the last step of a framework for sustainability management 
structured according to an ‘inside-out’ perspective. Business advancements that are 
related to sustainable development matters are outwardly disclosed by using the stra-
tegically derived KPIs. Therefore, when utilizing the aforementioned procedure for 
creating a sustainability management framework, then this can be characterized strat-
egy and controlling driven (Schaltegger et al., 2006; Schaltegger and Wagner, 2006).  
Combination of the two perspectives as most fruitful in practice  
In Figure 8 there is a brief depiction of both the ‘inside-out’ and the ‘outside-in’ per-
spective. In order to achieve a more efficient and comprehensive Sustainability Man-
agement Framework, a combination of the two opposite perspectives is advisable so 
as the desirable outcome will be one that will minimize the weaknesses of the two 
abovementioned and reinforce their strengths.  
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Figure 8: The ‘outside-in’ and the ‘inside-out’ perspective (Schaltegger et al., 2006) 
A strong and trustworthy sustainability strategic planning is necessary to be able to 
reciprocate to external anticipations and necessities and cannot be secluded from re-
porting demands (Parmenter, 2010). Hence, social and environmental corporate back-
ground needs to be taken into account in order to have a satisfactory SMF (Schaltegger 
et al., 2006). Nevertheless, a successful external sustainability reposting procedure ne-
cessitates having performance outcomes regarding sustainability developments. 
Therefore, introduction of internal sustainability controlling procedures that are able 
to attribute capable of comparison and comprehensive data relevant to the firm’s sus-
tainability achievements are needed to be introduced. A clear connection to the com-
pany’s sustainability strategy has to be noticeable. Thus, a business organization that 
endeavors for Corporate Sustainability is advised to assimilate the strengths of both 
perspectives. It depends, however, on the company’s situation and on whether socie-
tal expectations are relatively strong or weak, which perspective is more influential 
(Schaltegger et al., 2006). 
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Motivation for Sustainability Reporting 
According to the SMF, motivations for sustainability management and reporting mainly 
pertain to external expectations. Those incentives can be descended from growing in-
teraction relations with stakeholders who raise requirements whose majority is un-
written claims. Due to the growing connections with the peripheral environment, en-
terprises are claimed to provide data regarding the firm’s sustainability performance. 
This fact signifies that information flows have to be developed that are aligned with 
what the majority of the stakeholders consider as prerequisites regarding corporate 
sustainability performance (Herzig & Schaltegger, 2006). Besides, internal incentives 
for sustainability reporting will be presented. 
External expectations 
Businesses find pressures and expectations raised from the society to play an im-
portant in the administration of sustainability performance incorporated in their stra-
tegic planning. One of the principal reasons to carry out external sustainability report-
ing is to validate the firm’s activities and secure the provision of supplies. More specifi-
cally, through external reporting companies aim to maintain the acceptance of opera-
tions by pressure groups and key stakeholders like the government, employees and 
media. External reporting can also be used in order to create and increase transparen-
cy regarding corporate occupation since by publicizing data referring to business activi-
ties is more likely to gain societal approval (Heikkurinen, 2011). Further below are pre-
sented thoroughly the systems-oriented theories, the guidelines, regulations and rank-
ings that are used on a large scale when referring to external expectations and sustain-
ability reporting. 
Systems-oriented theories 
The systems-oriented theories where originally developed in the academic field of ac-
counting in an attempt to figurate the way an organization is behaving regarding social 
and environmental issues. They justify the choices companies make with regard to 
their sustainability reporting. They comprise “a view on the firm and society that al-
lows researchers to concentrate on the role of data and disclosure in the relation-
ship(s) that formulate between businesses, the government, individuals and groups” 
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(Gray et al., 1996). Figure 9 is illustrating the aforementioned theory and in that the 
organization is viewed as part of a wider social system. 
 
Figure 9: The organization as part of a wider social system (Deegan, 2010) 
Therefore, the systems-oriented theories are used in order to present a detailed view 
of the purpose of corporate sustainability reporting as well as clarify the deeper incen-
tives that impel organizations to start using external reporting.  
Guidelines 
Guidelines comprise formulated external expectations which are non-binding and 
companies can voluntarily comply with. It was an ongoing effort made by several insti-
tutions during the past decades to formulate and provide directions to business man-
agers in order to augment standardization of sustainable development reporting via 
the publication of a variety of guidelines and standards. Guidelines are thought to be 
the cornerstone for achieving the certification of certain corporate courses of action, 
even though they do not have a mandatory status. Under that context, the goal of 
their existence is the amplification of corporate harmonization and the facilitation be-
tween business comparisons (White, 2005). Existing guidelines that are nowadays 
broadly used by firms all over the world are the guidelines of the Global Reporting Ini-
tiative (GRI), the Greenhouse Gas Protocol (GHG) and the standards of the ISO 14000-
family.  
Global Reporting Initiative (GRI)  
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Global Reporting Initiative was more analytically presented in the previous chapter. 
Below there is a brief summary of GRI. Ever since 1999, the GRI has allocated a discur-
sive and detailed Sustainability Reporting Framework, with the Reporting Guidelines as 
cornerstone. During the past decade the GRI’s guidelines are one of the most frequent-
ly frameworks used by companies when undertaking sustainability reporting due to 
the comparability and consistency it offers. The number of organizations that decided 
to utilize the GRI guidelines has been growing exponentially (GRI, 2012). The UN World 
Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002 has made a reference to the GRI in their 
Plan of Implementation, demonstrating to a global audience the wide acknowledge-
ment of the guidelines. The evolvement costs of the reporting framework are shared 
by both ‘customers’ and developers. The GRI is consisted of indicators which cover an 
extensive range of aspects: financial performance (1), ecological performance (2), soci-
etal performance (3), human rights (4), and society (5). The important advantage is 
that each firm has the right of unobstructedly selecting the combinations of indicators 
it wishes to make use of (Jasch, 2009).  
International Organization for Standardization (ISO)  
International Organization for Standardization (ISO) is considered to be one of the 
greatest developers of standardized frameworks. Even though it is a non-governmental 
organization, more than 50% of its member organizations have their roots in the pri-
vate sector like industry associations. There is one member of the ISO board per nation 
who is responsible for applying the ISO 14000-set framework. The aforementioned set 
of guidelines is related to environmental matters and below is briefly described the 
most known standard: 
ISO 14001: this standard establishes prerequisites regarding environmental manage-
ment systems that can be used by the company as guiding tool for: 
 Identifying environmental impact activities, products and services and control 
them. 
 Improving environmental performance on an ongoing basis. 
  -33- 
 Implementing a systematic approach for achieving environmental targets (Hall-
ström and Higgins, 2009). 
According to what is declared on the organization’s website, “the goal of ISO 
14001:2004 is to allocate a guideline framework for an integrated, strategic procedure 
that will cover the organization's environmental tactics, planning and performance” 
(ISO, 2011b). In order for the firm to verify that it fulfills the standard requirements, 
evidence had to be provided. These can be audited and afterwards certification of 
compliance is granted so as to be proven that the company’s environmental manage-
ment system is operating effectively in accordance with the standard (Hallström and 
Higgins, 2009).  
The Greenhouse Gas Protocol (GHG Protocol)  
The World Resources Institute (WRI) and the World Business Council for Sustainable 
Development (WBCSD) originally generated the Greenhouse Gas Protocol (GHG Proto-
col). The Protocol - an international accounting tool - is used worldwide by corpora-
tions and governments in order to have a quantification and overall management of 
greenhouse gas emissions. It yields accounting frameworks for the various GHG stand-
ards, and is vigorously cooperates with authorities, firms and groups environmentally 
involved groups so as to undertake matters concerning climate change. Moreover, 
guidance for managing emissions inventory is provided to corporations (Andrew and 
Cortese, 2011).  
The aforementioned Protocol was planned and created with a view to assist enterpris-
es to delineate their gas emissions, to increase consistency and transparency as far as 
accounting and reporting of greenhouse gasses is concerned along with assistance via 
internal data as to how to supervise and minimize them. More than 350 specialists 
from all over the world contributed with their professional knowledge into the for-
mation of the Protocol whose purpose is to “harmonize GHG accounting and reporting 
standards internationally to ensure that different trading schemes and other climate 
related initiatives adopt consistent approaches to GHG accounting” (GHG Protocol, 
2011; Andrew and Cortese, 2011). 
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Regulations 
As mentioned before, guidelines available for companies have a non-binding nature. 
Even though it is acknowledged that regulations need to be complied; nevertheless 
there is no generally accepted stature on how to account for sustainability, except for 
instance for generally accepted accounting principles (GAAP) (White, 2005). Broadly 
speaking, the goal of regulations is to assist in the reduction of costs and time invested 
by stakeholders that exponentially increase due to the volatility and the information 
disproportion that many corporate sustainability reports have. In many cases, the re-
sults presented are challenged since they are not the desirable ones. This often ap-
pears in situations when, for example, organizations that have no definable environ-
mental planning tend to form sustainability reports with as little costs as possible just 
to claim that they have met the regulatory requisites (Gray et al., 1996). Eventually this 
will lead to a point in which sustainability reports will be formulated with unfiltered 
data that have bad information quality and finally sustainability reports will be charac-
terized as of no importance and credibility (Schaltegger, 1997). Positive outcomes from 
the implementation of regulations will appear when the firm has an established and 
functional sustainability management control that will ensure that precise, appropriate 
and credible information will pass on to the reports (Herzig and Schaltegger, 2006). 
Rankings 
Apart from the guidelines and the regulations which indeed play a prominent role on a 
firm’s sustainability reporting the meaning rankings have on a sustainability manage-
ment control system should not be overlooked. Rankings’ development was based on 
the notion of measuring the ability of an organization on how much and how well in-
formation is divulged regarding corporate sustainability matters (White, 2005). Prime 
specimens of sustainability rankings are the Carbon Disclosure Project (CDP) Leader-
ship Index, the Dow Jones Sustainability World Index (DJSI), the Dow Jones STOXX Sus-
tainability Index and the ranking of Sustainability Asset Management (Kaspereit and 
Lopatta, 2014).   
Having incorporated a ranking within its sustainability activities has a twofold meaning 
for a firm: on the one hand, having achieved eminent place in a ranking entails having 
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accomplished enhanced visibility in society, and on the other, since being a member is 
normally obligatory in order to participate in specified rankings, it enables companies 
to have benchmarks as to how other organizations are ranked and by that acquiring 
information about their performance (White, 2005). Under this perspective, having 
achieved a high ranking place, an enterprise can be considered to operate a reliable 
and trustworthy sustainability management control system due to the fact that they 
are accredited by an external objective organization (White, 2005). 
Internal reasons 
Aside from external expectations that serve as motivations for companies to have re-
ports regarding their sustainable development activities, sustainability reporting is also 
undertaken due to internal reasons. The most eminent ones are presented below.  
Augmenting the firm’s prestige and antagonistic advantage  
One of the principal aims a business wishes to accomplish when undertaking sustaina-
bility reporting is the amelioration of the firm’s public image and reputation since it 
will be acknowledged its dealing with environmental and social matters, especially 
when reporting about projects that may not be market related but are public intri-
guing. It has been observed that when enterprises perform high not only in market ac-
tivities but also in socio-ecological issues tend to cope with less entanglement in their 
corporate associations with e.g. government authorities and vendors. A large number 
of stakeholders are inclined to relate corporate sustainability performance with sus-
tainability reporting regardless if this is a reliable way or not of judging the degree of 
corporate sustainable efficiency (Ghauri and Gronhaug, 2005).  At the same time, busi-
nesses themselves comprehend that they could gain competitive advantages in case of 
proper sustainability reporting in comparison with firms that either do not have re-
ports regarding their sustainability activities or they cannot get them across effica-
ciously. Additionally, outstanding reports that are being compiled thoroughly and 
score high in rankings and for which there is a possibility of award winning, strengthen 
the enterprise’s respectability all the more (Herzig and Schaltegger, 2006; White, 
2005).  
Comparing and benchmarking against competition  
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The incremental standardization which is developed in the sustainability reporting field 
the past years with regard to guidelines and frameworks such as the GRI indicators or 
the ISO standards that are being aforementioned, contribute into augmenting compa-
rability between companies and provide benchmarks of other enterprises’ sustainabil-
ity performance over time (Herzig and Schaltegger, 2006). 
Growing corporate transparency 
In the majority of the cases, benchmarking is directly associated with increased trans-
lucency in an organization that calls for data compilation and analysis and subsequent-
ly internal corporate middle and top managerial interaction. Under that context, in-
corporating sustainability reporting within business activities often leads to increased 
transparency regarding answerability and accountability for activities. Furthermore, 
stakeholders are also increasingly concerned about analyzing both profits and how 
they are created; due to the fact that these procedures are leveraged by the way an 
enterprise is managing its environment and human capital (White, 2005; Ghauri and 
Gronhaug, 2005). 
Advocating personnel motivation and internal control procedures 
Sustainability reporting could be used as a motivation for middle class management 
personnel and staff members so as to get them engaged into dealing more solemnly 
with issues of sustainability and thus enhancing corporate sustainability performance. 
Thereby, new control procedures could be launched via initiation of new personnel 
routines, increased awareness and higher level of translucency along with the assis-
tance of internal information management. Related to the nascent importance of sus-
tainability reporting, a prominent indicator in this respect is the latest engagement of 
public accounting firms that offer their services (Ghauri and Gronhaug, 2005).  
Finally it must be noted and acknowledged that there is a correlation between external 
expectations raised by sustainability reporting and the obtained internal advantages 
such as augmented corporate public image (see Figure 10). For instance, given the fact 
that a firm is working towards establishing the GRI Framework, legitimacy, stakeholder 
and institutional theory could be considered as primary drivers but also internal bene-
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fits such as enhancement of corporate image and thus a competitive advantage could 
be justified as arguments (White, 2005). 
 
Figure 10: Correlation between external expectations and increasing corporate image 
(White, 2005) 
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Conclusions 
This dissertation was conducted in order to fulfill its main purpose which was to ana-
lyze corporate sustainability reporting so as to have a thorough overview on of the is-
sue. Under this context, there was given a spherical view of both sustainable develop-
ment terms and the conditions governing global sustainability reporting. 
Sustainability reporting was advocated in the United Nations report “Future We Want 
– Outcome Document” from 2012 as an advantageous means for engaging enterprises 
with sustainability practices and procedures, even though it is acknowledged that up 
to this day it is still primarily utilized by large companies. It is considered to be a win-
win situation for them since issuing sustainability reports assist on enhancing their 
corporate image to the public, corresponding to the societal expectations and thus 
gaining competitive advantage towards their competitors. The most frequently adopt-
ed reporting framework is the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) (Brown, de Jong and 
Levy, 2009) that provides the guidelines for creating sustainability reports and indica-
tors to report against (Global Reporting Initiative, 2015). 
Under this respect, this dissertation’s key educational points will be discussed in the 
following. Nevertheless, it should be taken into consideration that the information on 
which this thesis had relied on, were solely derived from externally issued data.  
With regard to the content of sustainability reporting itself, it was validated that en-
terprises tend to assimilate the majority of the data issued related to sustainability 
from strategy-related topics. It is common practice for the majority of the firms that 
are entangled with sustainability reporting to issue aspirations, procedures and results 
giving by that an overview of the performance measures undertaken their supervising 
methods. 
Moreover, apropos of transparency related to sustainability reporting issues, it was 
confirmed that sustainability reports of published by the largest organizations have an 
inclination towards translucency. Pressure of issuing sustainability reports shows an 
incremental disposition over the years due to pressure put by relevant stakeholders 
who are concerned about the environmental impacts of the corporate activities. How-
ever, it was also noticed that businesses tend to ‘beautify’ their reports by deliberately 
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deciding to omit procedures with potential negative environmental outcomes and se-
lectively reporting the ones that elevate public appreciation towards the firm.    
In addition to the aforementioned, it was affirmed via literature research concerning 
the possible motivations for sustainability reporting, that the incentives driving corpo-
rations into engaging with sustainability reporting rely on the businesses’ intention to 
ultimately control and in a way manipulate social expectations. It is acknowledged that 
a number of stakeholders perceive sustainability reports as evidence of incorporation 
of sustainability procedures within production processes. In this respect, it is a way to 
secure the company’s ‘license to operate’.  
Due to the fact that sustainability regulatory framework has until now a non-binding 
nature, that can lead to manipulation of data presented by the corporations in order to 
exhibit a ‘good’ and approved social veneer, it is suggested that stricter legislative pro-
cedures should be globally implemented in order to reassure, to the maximum possi-
ble extend, that sustainability ideas are not superficially adopted by organizations but 
indeed are incorporated and appreciated. But, in order to reach to that point, a change 
of corporate mentality, especially on the top management levels, towards a more sub-
stantially sustainable corporate strategic planning and implementation is considered 
required.  
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Appendix  
Appendix A – List of Acronyms 
CS: Corporate Sustainability 
CSR: Corporate Social Responsibility 
WCED: World Commission for Environment and Development 
IPCC: Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
UNEP: United Nations Environment Programme 
GRI: Global Reporting Initiative 
CERES: Coalition for Environmentally Responsible Economies  
KPIs: Key Performance Indicators 
SMF: Sustainability Management Framework  
GHG: Greenhouse Gas Protocol 
ISO: International Organization for Standardization  
WRI: World Resources Institute 
WBCSD: World Business Council for Sustainable Development  
GAAP: Generally Accepted Accounting Principles 
CDP: Carbon Disclosure Project  
DJSI: Dow Jones Sustainability World Index 
 
 
